This study aims: to apply the SERVQUAL instrument to evaluate the service quality of commercial banks of Bahrain, and to investigate the relationship between customers' socio-demographic characteristics and the overall service quality and its dimensions. Based on a questionnaire survey of 195 customers, the results indicate that SERVPERF scale explains more of the variance in service quality than SERVQUAL scale. Three -factor solutions were produced, the first factor includes: reliability, responsiveness and assurance dimensions, which have the largest influence on the overall service quality. In addition, no significant relationships were found between customer's socio-demographic characteristics and the overall service quality. However, significant differences were observed in the perceptions of customers' nationality and duration of experience groups and the reliability and empathy dimensions.
Introduction
Service quality has become a major topic of concern to academic researchers and professional managers for the past two decades. Service marketing literature reveals that nineteen service quality models have been developed during the period (1984) (1985) (1986) (1987) (1988) (1989) (1990) (1991) (1992) (1993) (1994) (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) , (Seth, Deshmukh and Vrat, 2005) . The primary goal of these models is to offer managers insights into the components of service quality for improving their organizations' offering. The service quality model "SERVQUAL' is the most famous of these models. It is based on the assumption that service quality is a function of differences (gaps) between customers' expectations and perceptions along five quality dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, tangibles, assurance and empathy, (Parasuraman et al. (1985 (Parasuraman et al. ( , 1988 (Parasuraman et al. ( , 1991 . Consequently, improving the customers' perceptions of service quality offers a firm an opportunity to differentiate it's self and gain a competitive advantage in the market (Wang et al, 2003) . This is certainly true in the banking industry around the world. In the case of Bahrain, the banking sector consisted of 376 banks and financial institutions at the end of 2006 (25 retail banks, 86 wholesale banks, 2 specialized, 34 representative offices and …..), (Central Bank of Bahrain, 2006) . The role of banking sector of Bahrain is expected to increase after the opening of the financial harbor.
Co-operation Council) which includes Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Oman. All these countries have unique socioeconomic and legal characteristics which make the applicability of SERVQUAL model differ from country to country. Bahrain has been considered one of the major financial centers in the region and the Middle East since the nineteen seventies. However, it is facing growing competition from other financial centers in Dubai and Saudi Arabia. Managers of commercial banks in Bahrain are keen to maintain their superiority in the financial industry. Enhancing customers' perceived quality of the banks' offering is the concern of management in Bahrain. Parasuraman et al. (1985 Parasuraman et al. ( , 1988 Parasuraman et al. ( , 1991 carried out a sequence of research resulting in development of the service quality model "SERVQUAL ", which is based on customers' expectations and perceptions for five dimensions, consisting of 22 scaled items of service quality. Many researchers have applied the SERVQUAL instruments, with some modification or additional operational measurements, to measure service quality in the banking industry.
Literature survey
Relating to the state of Bahrain, (Metawa and Almossawi, 1998 ) designed a 14 items questionnaire to investigate customers' reactions to the two main Islamic banks. The results of chi-square test, indicated that there were significant relationships between customer' ages, education groups, and the usage of current accounts and ATM cards. Significant relationships were also observed between customers' income groups and the usage of "current account, money orders/ drafts and investment accounts". In addition, the study revealed significant relationships between customers, ages, education and income groups and the relative importance of selection criteria of the Islamic banks, which are mainly in favor of the "adherence to Islamic principles", followed by "rate of return". In general, the study results showed that customers were generally satisfied with the mostly used products / services, which were investment accounts and the service delivery system. (Al-Tamimi and Al-Amiri, 2003) found a positive and statistically significant relationship between SERVQUAL dimensions, in particular empathy and tangible dimensions; and overall service quality of the UAE Islamic banks (Dubai and Abu Dhabi Islamic banks). In addition, the results indicated no significant differences in the service quality of the two banks based on the customer's gender and nationality, while the opposite results were observed, based on customer's ages, education and the number of years with the banks.
Within the Arabic Gulf Region,
Jannadi and Al-Saggaf (2000) applied the modified SERVQUAL instrument (merging statements 5 and 8 because they appeared to be similar) to measure customers' perceptions of electrical service quality provided by the SCECO company in the Eastern province of Saudi Arabia. The results of descriptive analysis indicated that the company's performance was acceptable to all customer groups. The company rated high in "Tangible" dimension but low in the 'responsiveness and reliability" dimensions. However, commercial, secondary education level and (41-50) age customer groups rated the company's service quality lower than other customer groups did.
Within the context of Arabic countries, one of the earliest studies in the field of service quality was performed by El. Sahan (1994) . He found first that the SERVPERF model was better than the SERVQUAL model for predicting the service quality of commercial banks in Alexandria. Consequently, reliability, responsiveness and tangibles dimensions were the major considerations of the customers' evaluation of overall service quality.
Regarding the studies in developed countries, Roig et al (2006) analyzed the dimensionality of perceived values in the Spanish banking sector. The GLOVAL scale of measurement was adopted in the survey covering a total of 200 customers. The results showed that the perceived value is made up of six dimensions: functional values of the establishment, personnel contact, services, price, emotional and social values. Baumann, et al. (2007) investigated the predictive power of the SERVQUAL dimensions, relative to the affective attitude and overall satisfaction, on customer loyalty in retail banking of Australia. The results showed that customers' willingness to recommend a bank to others is best predicted by affective attitudes, overall satisfaction and empathy dimension of SERVQUAL. Short term intentions to remain with the bank are best predicted by overall satisfaction and responsiveness, while long term customers' intentions to remain with the bank are best predicted by overall satisfaction, affective attitudes and empathy. In general, the study proved that adding affective attitudes and overall satisfaction to the SERVQUAL dimensions can enhance the explanatory power of the model. Yavas, Bilgin and Shemwell (1997) investigated the effect of service quality dimensions on consumer satisfaction, complaint behavior and commitment within the context of the Turkish banking environment. The results indicated that tangible, responsiveness and empathy dimensions are the most significant predictors of consumer satisfaction. In addition, tangible and responsiveness dimensions are the most significant antecedents of commitment with the bank, while empathy is the only dimension of all that has a significant relationship with complaint behavior. Glaveli et al. (2006) examined the differences in customers' perceptions toward service quality of the retail banking industry in five Balkan countries (Greece, Bulgaria, Albania, FYROM and Serbia). Applying Bank Service Quality (BSQ) measurement for collecting the data, the study found that Greek customers have the highest level of perception toward service quality. In addition, there are differences and similarities among customers of these counties toward the relative importance of the service quality dimensions. In general, effectiveness, price and reliability were perceived the most important factors in all five Balkan countries, while "access" factor was the least important factor.
In relation to developing countries,
Arasli, Katircioglu and Samadi (2005) made comparisons between Turkish and Greek customers' evaluations of service quality of commercial banks in Cyprus. Using the SERVQUAL instrument, the results indicate the customers' expectations on both sides of the island, fell below their perceptions of service quality, especially the empathy dimension. Assurance dimension has the highest affect on overall customers' satisfaction in both areas, which, in turn, has a positive relationship with customers' word-of-mouth recommendations.
Within the contest of globalization of the banking industry, Malhotra et al. (2005) examined and compared customers' perceptions of service quality dimensions between the USA as a developed country and the developing countries of India and the Philippines. The initial framework of Parasuraman et al.'s service quality model (1985, 1988) , which consisted of ten dimensions, in association with conventional economic and socio-cultural factors, were used to collect the data. The results indicate that there are significant differences between developed and developing countries, in relation to service quality dimensions. On the other hand, Yavas and Benkenstein (2007) found that the underlying configurations of service quality perceptions could be divided into three factors for Turkish and German bank customers. In addition, a strong congruence between both groups was obvious. Thus, the study concludes that the same measurement of service quality can be applied to different cultures. Parasuraman et al. (1991) . SERVQUAL framework has been administrated into two sections: the first section is concerned with measuring customers' expectations and the second one is specified for measuring the perceptions. Each section includes 22 items representing the five dimensions of service quality.
SERVQUAL Instrument

SERVQUAL Criticisms
In spite of the wide application of SERVQUAL framework for measuring the service quality, some scholars have raised some concern about the conceptualization and operationalization issues of the model: Parasuraman et al. (1985 Parasuraman et al. ( , 1988 Parasuraman et al. ( , 1991 proposed their model based on the confirmation/ disconfirmation theory (SQ = P -E). Since then, many marketing scholars have argued that neither disconfirmation theory nor expectation have any effect on customer satisfaction, (Cronin and Taylor, 1994; Teas, 1994; Buttle, 1996) . Instead, customer's perception have been only recommended for measuring service quality (SERVPERF) since it is a good indicator of customers' satisfaction levels (Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Cadott, Woodruff and Jenkins, 1987; Lee, Lee, & Yoo, 2000; Luk and Layton, 2004; Baumann et al., 2007) .
On the other hand, many scholars have questioned the universality and dimensionality of SERVQUAL instrument. They argued that SERVQUAL instrument could not be a generic measure that could be applied to all services, instead it needs to be customized to fit the nature of a specific service (Carman, 1990; Buttle, 1996; Mels et al., 1997) . To avoid such weaknesses, other researchers proposed different structural models (Gronroos, 1984; Lehtinen and Lehtinen, 1985; Mels et al., 1997; Svensson, 2006) . Furthermore, other researchers questioned the validity of SERVQUAL model, namely convergent and discriminant validity, (Cronin and Taylor, 1992; Teas, 1993; Nyeck et al., 2002) .
Coulthard (2004) provides a comprehensive review for the service quality research since (1998). She concluded that further research is required to control or inhibit the conceptual, methodological and interpretative biases of SERVQUAL instrument. Regardless of the criticism toward the validity and reliability of SERVQUAL instrument, Buttle (1996) argued that it remains a useful instrument for measuring service quality.
Research Methodology
Research Hypotheses
To achieve the purpose of this study, the following hypotheses were developed: H1: there are no significant differences in the perceptions of customer groups of Bahraini commercial banks towards the five dimensions of service quality, (tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy).
H2: there are no significant differences between customer's gender groups towards the perceived service quality of Bahraini commercial banks.
H3:
there are no significant differences between customer's age groups towards the perceived service quality of Bahraini commercial banks.
H4: there are no significant differences between customer's education groups towards the perceived service quality of Bahraini commercial banks.
H5: there are no significant differences between customer's nationality groups towards the perceived service quality of Bahraini commercial banks.
H6: there are no significant differences between customer's years of experience groups towards the perceived service quality of Bahraini commercial banks.
Some statistical techniques were used to analyze the data generated by the questionnaire survey, such as: descriptive analysis, factor analysis. To test the study hypotheses, regression and ANOVA analyses were employed.
Instrument design
SERVQUAL instrument was used to measure the perceived service quality, as was proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988) . The instrument was first translated into Arabic, as the majority of Bahraini citizens are Arabic. Then, the translated version was submitted to a number of instructors of the Business Administration College at the University of Bahrain, for revision. Their respected and remarkable suggestions about the phrasing and wording of the translated instrument were reviewed and undertaken by the researcher. Later, an instructor at the English Department compared the original instrument with the translated Arabic version, for final examination. The final Arabic version of the instrument became ready after an instructor at the College of Arts checked the wording and the grammar of the language.
Both versions of the instrument include four sections: the first section covers the demographic characteristics of the respondents such as: gender, age, education…. The second and third sections contain questions about the respondents' expectations and perceptions to the five dimensions of service quality respectively. These five dimensions, that consist of 22 items for each of the expectation and perception part, are measured by seven-point Likert scale ranging from " Strongly Disagree = 1 " to " Strongly Agree = 7". The fourth section includes five statements that are related to the relative importance of the service quality dimensions, measured by allocating 100 points to them. Each statement reflects the contents of each dimension, without naming the specific dimension.
Sampling and Data Collection
A convenience sampling of bank customers was conducted during the first three months of 2008. Administrated questionnaires were distributed personally to the bank customers in Manama, the capital of Bahrain. People who have at least one year of relationship with their commercial banks were only intercepted by interviewers at different geographical locations such as shopping centers, banks and business offices. 210 respondents agreed to participate in the survey, 15 questionnaires were eliminated at the preliminary evaluation stage for inconvenience or incomplete answers. The remaining 195 questionnaires were considered qualified to be included in further statistical analysis. They represent a (92.857%) response rate.
Statistical Results and Discussion
Respondents' demographic Characteristics
Table (1) shows that 52.3 % of the respondents out of the total study samples (195) were male and 47.7 % were female. The majority of those participants were young or middle aged people, 34.359 % for the age (20 -29) years, and 28.205 % for the age (30 -39) years and 27.693 % of them were between (40-49) years of age. In addition, they were highly educated people, 63.077% of them had a University (B. Sc) degree and 25.641 % had diplomas. They were at different occupational levels, ranging from Executive / Manager (15.385%) to housewife (12.821 %) and unemployed workers (3.077%). Regarding the nationality of participants, the majority of them were Bahrainis (81.539 %) out of the total samples (195).
Validity and reliability tests
First, to test the fitness of the entire sample for conducting factor analysis, the Kaiser-Meyer -Olkin measure was calculated. The KMO value is .934 and the Bartlet sphere test is also significant at p < 0.001, Table. 4. These results suggest that factor analysis can be used in this study.
To test the internal consistency of the SERVQUAL scale that is adopted in the present, the overall total scale and all dimensions (tangible, reliability ……… empathy) in the Expectation, Perception and Gap sections were subjected to reliability assessment.
The values of Cronbach's coefficient alpha for the total scale and for each dimension in the expectation, perception and gap sections exceed the minimum standard (0.70) that was recommended by Churchill (1979) . The lowest value of all can be observed in the "Assurance" dimension of gap section (.714), Table. 2. These figures indicate a good internal consistency among items of each individual dimension, and thus our scale can be considered quite reliable.
Results of Factor Analysis
According to the procedures of Parasuraman et al. studies, the gap scores were calculated by subtracting each respondent's perception score for each item from his/ her own expectation score for that item. A factor analysis was performed on both the Gap score (SERVQUAL) and the SERVPERF scale using varimax rotation. Factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 and items that have factor loadings equal or greater than .5, were retained. In addition, items that show cross-loading greater than .5 on more than one factor were dropped since they make the interpretation of the factors difficult and less precise. These procedures on the SERVQUAL scale resulted in five-factor solution that explained a total of 61.002% of the variance in service quality. This figure is less than the 62% level reported in Parasuraman et al.'s studies by .998%. On the other hand, reviewing the loadings of all items in Table. 3 reveals that 9 items have to be dropped. Specifically, item 19 is deleted because it has loading less than .5. Items 2 and 9 on factor 4 have to be dropped since they had more than .5 factor loading on other factors (2 and 1 respectively). Although, the factor loadings of items 14, 15, 16 and 17 of the assurance dimension were greater than .5, they are split over four factors and thus have to be eliminated to avoid unclear dimensionality. Finally, item 18 was loaded with factor 5 instead of factor 2, and thus it has to be dropped. Consequently, three clean factors with thirteen items were produced by factor analysis on gap score scale, which is inconsistent with the findings proposed by Parasuraman et al.'s studies (1988 Parasuraman et al.'s studies ( , 1991 .
On the other hand, conducting factor analysis on the SERVPERF scale resulted into three -factor solution which explains 65.166% of the variance in service quality, Table. 4. Factor 1 includes three dimensions of service quality which are reliability, responsiveness and assurance, while factors 2 and 3 include the remaining two dimensions: empathy and tangibles respectively. The results show high correlation between the items of the first three dimensions of service quality. Nevertheless, items 12 and 13 of the responsiveness dimension have to be dropped from further analysis since they were associated with factor 2. The results of this study support the findings of other studies (e.g. Cornin and Taylor, 1992) that have indicated that the SERVPERF scale captures more of the variance in service quality than the SERVQUAL scale. For reasons mentioned in the literature survey section and for the study results, the SERVPERF scale will be employed in the further analysis.
Hypotheses Testing
Hypothesis one
Customers of Bahraini commercial banks were asked to allocate 100 points over the five dimensions of service quality, to measure the priority of each one. Consequently, the respondents showed differences in their assessment of the relative importance of each dimension, Table 5 . The reliability dimension received the highest average points .238, followed by the responsiveness dimension with .208 average points, whereas the empathy dimension rated the least importance of all with .161 average points.
The weighted mean scores for the overall perception of service quality and its five dimensions indicate that respondents highly evaluated the reliable, tangible and responsiveness dimensions of service quality of commercial banks in Bahrain, Table. 5.
To predict the impact of the relative importance of the five dimensions on the customers' evaluation of overall service quality, linear regression analysis was performed, where the weighted mean of overall service quality as a dependent variable and the weighted means of service quality dimensions as the independent variables. The value of R square (0.545) reveals that the five independent variables explain 54.5% of the variation in the dependent variable, Table. 5. In addition, the results indicate that reliability is the most important dimension of all with a coefficient value of .378, and responsiveness was the second most important (.363), while assurance comes in the third position. These findings support the conclusions reached by most researchers in the field of service quality, which agree that the reliability dimension is the most crucial factor influencing service quality, (Parasuraman et al., 1988; AL. Tamimi and AL. Amiri, 2003) . Based on these findings and the high score of F (45.354), the first null hypothesis is rejected.
Hypothesis two
The results of ANOVA analysis shows that there are no significant differences in the perception of males and females groups towards the overall service quality and its five dimensions as the significant level are over the 0.05 percent, ( Table. 6 ). Consequently, the study accepts the null hypothesis.
Hypothesis three
Respondents' age groups did not show any differences in their perception of overall service quality neither its dimensions, (Table. 7 ). Such results can be clarified on the ground that the majority of the respondents were mature people and thus they are more rational than other customers' groups in the evaluation of service quality, provided by their banks. Consequently, the study confirms the null hypothesis. Table 8 shows no significant differences in the perception of service quality of Bahraini commercial banks between different education levels of respondents. The results can be justified on the basis that the majority of the study samples are concentrated in the diplomas and B.Sc degree groups (Table. 1), and thus the study confirms the null hypothesis. Table 9 indicates that neither Bahraini and nor non Bahraini respondents differed in their perception of overall service quality. However, regarding the dimensions of service quality, significant differences between local and expatriate respondents were found in the case of reliability and empathy dimensions as the significant levels are below 0.05 percent for both dimensions. Such results can be justified on the basis that non Bahraini customers, in general, are living in Bahrain for a short period of time, and therefore they tend to do business with those banks that can be trusted and sympathetic to their needs.
Hypothesis four
Hypothesis five
Hypothesis six
The duration of a respondent's experience with a bank seems to have no significant affect on their perceptions of overall service quality of commercial banks in Bahrain. However, a significant difference between respondent's groups is only observed in the case of the empathy dimension, while non significant results are clear in the overall service quality and the other dimensions, (Table. 10). Such results can be expected in the state of Bahrain since the majority of people have high moral values and friendly personalities. The results do not support this hypothesis.
Conclusion and managerial application
The findings of this study support the hypothesis that performance scores can offer better measurement results than gap scores. The SERQUAL scale explains 61.002% of the cumulative variance in the overall service quality, compared with 65.166% by the SERVPERF scale. On the other hand, factor analysis for SERVQUAL construct produces five factors, but after dropping the cross loading items over more than one factor …., three clean factors that include thirteen items remained. Although, the SERVPERF construct results in a three factorsolution, one factor covers three dimensions: reliability, responsiveness and assurance. The totals of twenty items were valid. The study findings demonstrate that the overall service quality of banking industry may not be a function of the five dimensions as originally suggested by Parasuraman et al. studies.
Regarding the importance of service quality dimensions, it appears that Bahraini customers rated the reliability dimension the most important of all with average points .238, followed by responsiveness (.208) and tangible dimension (.204), whereas Empathy dimension rated at the least important. Meanwhile, the results of linear regression show that the SERVPERF dimensions explains 54.5% of the variation in the overall service quality. Reliability is the most important influencer of overall service quality with a coefficient score .378, followed by the responsiveness dimension (.363), while assurance is third.
The findings of this study reflect the following managerial implications: First, systematic assessment of customers' perceived service quality is a vital element to formulate the service marketing strategy over time. Such processes will enable the managers of a given bank to identify the points of strength and weakness, relative to competitors, and consequently investing the available resources in the dimensions that consolidate a bank's competitive position. Second, managers and staff of Bahraini commercial banks should work together to provide customers with reliable services, prompt responses and assured procedures. By doing so, a bank will enhance their customers' perceptions of the overall service quality. Third, bank managers should consider their customers' socio-demographic characteristics to redesign the operational system and recruit qualified people to offer a better and consistent level of service quality.
Regardless of the contribution to the topic of service quality, the present study suffers two points of limitation. First, convenience sampling technique was mainly used to select the study respondents. Customers of Bahraini commercial banks were only intercepted, while customers of Islamic banks and other financial institutions were not considered. Such procedure restricts the representation of all customers of banking industry in Bahrain, and thus will affect the generalization of the study findings. Second, the study investigated customers' expectations and perceptions toward the service quality of the banking sector, while other service sectors, such as airlines and hotels in Bahrain, were not covered. Therefore, further empirical researches are needed to measure the overall service quality and its relationship with customers' satisfaction and behavioral intentions in different sectors of the service industry. 
